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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTICES. 

XIV. An Inquiry into the Claims of Dr. William Harvey to the Discovery of {he 
Circulation of the Blood; luith a more Equitable Retrospect of that Event. Ho 
which is added an Introductory Lecture, delivered on the 3d of November, 1829, 
in Vindication of Hippocrates from Sundry Charges of Ignorance , preferred 
against him by the late Professor Rush. By John Redman Coxk, M. D., Pro¬ 
fessor of Materia Medica and Pharmacy in the University of Pennsylvania, 
&c. &c. De morluis nil, nisi-verum. Philadelphia, 1834. 8vo. pp. 258. 

Upwards of two centuries have now elapsed since the work of Dr. William 
Harvey, De motu Cordis, et Circulations, in which he describes the action of the 
heart and the circulation of the blood, and claims for himself the honour of be¬ 
ing - the sole discoverer of these important and interesting physiological facts, was 
first presented to the world. Although, immediately after the appearance of 
this work, the claims of the author as the actual discoverer of the circulation 
were strongly contested, and nearly every point in connexion with the question 
became the subject of warm and protracted controversy, yet it appears, that 
all opposition to his claims was either silenced or removed even during the life¬ 
time of Harvey, while by subsequent writers the entire credit of the discovery 
has been, with scarcely a dissenting voice, fully awarded to him. At the pre¬ 
sent day, therefore, there are, we suspect, but very few who entertain the 
slightest suspicion as to the correctness of this award. The name of Harvey has 
become so completely identified with the discovery of the circulation, that the 
attempt to prove his claims to be in any degree unfounded will be viewed 
by many as little else than madness. In the work before us, Professor Coxe has, 
nevertheless, endeavoured to show that the evidence in favour of those claims, 
-which our profession has so long and so unanimously concurred in, is very far from 
being satisfactory or conclusive. He adduces numerous citations from medical 
writers anterior to or contemporary with Harvey, to prove, that a circulation di 
the blood was always accredited, though its exact route and the mode in which 
it was effected were unknown: that nearly every individual fact connected with 
the circulation, as taught by Harvey, and all the various grounds adduced by 
the latter in support of his views, with scarce a solitary exception, are distinctly 
pointed out by others, with whose writings it is not reasonable to suppose that 
he was not perfectly conversant. These premises being established, the claims 
of Harvey are reduced to the having more fully substantiated the facts previously 
known in relation to the circulatory apparatus, and of demonstrating from them 
the true route of the general course of the blood, which had until then remain¬ 
ed in a state of uncertainty. In the words of Professor Coxe, the honour may 
be ascribed to him of “attaching more firmly the connecting links of an exten¬ 
sive chain which time had rusted, and possibly, also, of adding slightly to its 
more full perfection.” 

Admitting, with our author, that Harvey’s views of the circulation of the 
blood were derived originally from the various hints advanced in the writings 
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of preceding' and contemporary physicians, he was nevertheless unquestiona¬ 
bly the first who clearly deduced from these hints a correct account of the 
mode in which the blood is transmitted from the heart and again is returned to 
that organ. By no one, previously to the appearance of Harvey’s work on the 
subject, is the true route of the circulation fully and clearly described; hence, 
in a certain sense, Harvey may with perfect truth be styled the discoverer of 
the circulation. Professor Coxe considers, however, that even to this limited 
extent his claims, strictly speaking, are unfounded, inasmuch as he has fallen 
into numerous errors and contradictions in relation to the subject; as he has not 
explained fully the mode in which the blood passes from the arteries into the 
radicles of the veins, and hence has not made out the entire route of the cir¬ 
culation—a point which is not satisfactorily settled even at the present day—and 
as he has not explained clearly the powers by which the motion of the blood is 
effected, and was, so far as can be learned from his writings, entirely ignorant 
of the capillary circulation. We pass by those objections derived by Professor 
Coxe from the errors into which Harvey has fallen in regard to, or rather his 
ignorance upon various points of physiology, as these errors do not appear to 
us to have any bearing upon the question immediately before us—they cannot 
in any degree invalidate his claims to the discovery of the circulation of the 
blood, provided that conclusive evidence could be adduced to prove that the 
latter was entirely unknown previously to its announcement by him. 

Professor Coxe has not only impeached Harvey’s title as discoverer of the 
circulation of the blood, but he has also adduced evidence to convict him of 
the most unpardonable disingenuousness, in observing an almost total silence in 
regard to the writings of others, in connexion with the subject of the circula¬ 
tion, and the anatomy of the heart, veins, and arteries; especially certain writers 
immediately preceding him, “on the use of the valvular apparatus of the veins; 
the only part nearly that could be regarded as imperfect in the history of the 
circulation,” or in referring to them merely to misrepresent or undervalue the 
opinions they advance. 

These circumstances, which are fully made out and established by the pro¬ 
fessor, In connexion with the intemperate and vulgar abuse in which Harvey in¬ 
dulges when speaking of his opponents, certainly tend very much to lower our 
esteem for the character of that illustrious man, and lead to a strong conviction 
that his right to the discovery which he so imperatively claims rests on a very 
insecure foundation, and hence that he was desirous, in order to add to his own 
fame, of concealing the fact, that in the same field of inquiry upon which he 
had entered any competitor existed, either anterior to or contemporaneously 
with himself. 

Has Professor Coxe in any degree succeeded in diminishing the claims of 
Harvey to the discovery of the circulation? The most prudent course in regard 
to this question would probably be to refer our readers to the evidence detail¬ 
ed in the work before us, and allow each of them to judge for himself. We 
have, however, no desire whatever to shrink from the clear and candid expres¬ 
sion of our own opinion in relation to the subject. We reply, then, that many of 
the most important links in the chain of evidence by which the fact of the cir¬ 
culation is established are proved by Professor Coxe to have been known and 
snore or less accurately described by writers preceding the period when Harvey 
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commenced his investigations, and tliere is almost conclusive evidence that the 
latter was perfectly acquainted with these facts; and that it was by connecting 
together the links thus furnished to him by his predecessors that he was ena¬ 
bled to demonstrate, as he has done, the course of the blood through the lungs 
and the general aortal and venous systems, in its passage from and to the heart; 
and hence that he is not entitled to the honour claimed by himself and ascribed 
to him by his supporters, of being the first and sole discoverer of the circulation. 

It may be said, that the very same objections to the validity of Harvey’s claims 
were urged and completely refuted during his life-time. We believe, however, 
that this is not strictly the case. So far as we have been enabled to investigate 
for ourselves the grounds assumed by those who opposed the views of Harvey 
in regard to the blood’s circulation, immediately after their promulgation, they 
consisted in one or other of the following assumptions. 

1st. That the supposition of a circulation of the blood is founded in error. 

2d. That the circulation of the blood was fully, or at least in great part, taught 
by the ancients; or 

3d. That the route of the circulation assumed by Harvey is not the true one. 

Now it appears to us, without touching in any degree the real merits of Har¬ 
vey’s claims, to have been no very difficult task for bis advocates to disprove 
such assertions as these, and to silence an opposition which had no more solid 
foundation. Few candid minds could “withstand the demonstrations of the 
circulation as laid down by Harvey,” and no one who understood these demon¬ 
strations, or whose object was to arrive at the truth, could possibly imagine that 
the entire fact of the circulation as taught by him wa3 borrowed from notices 
like the following, the first derived from the writings of Nemesius, a metaphy¬ 
sical writer of the latter part of the fourth century, and the other from Theo- 
philus, a physiologist of the seventh century; and yet the passages given be¬ 
low have actually been adduced, in common with many others of similar im¬ 
port, by some of Harvey’s opponents, as convincing proof that the whole of his 
pretended discovery is a mere plagiary from the works of the older writers. 

The words of Nemesius are— 

“ The pulsation, which has also been termed the vital power, Swz/j.k,') 

proceeds from the heart, especially from its left chamber, termed the pneuma¬ 
tic, and distributes the vital heat through the arteries to all parts of the body, 
as does the liver the nutritive matter through the blood-vessels.” 

According to Theophilus— 

“ From the right chamber of the heart, {tupa,rixx ) springs the arterial 
vein, agTHg/afe,) which conveys the blood of the vena cava to the lungs; 
from the left chamber arises the aorta, («§T«gi5t orc/iUstrati),) which is distributed 
over the whole body, and also the venous artery, (agmpc t qjj/Saftit,') which con¬ 
veys the vital heat from the lungs to the blood of the left chamber.”* 

From all the facts that we have been able to gather in relation to the subject 
under consideration, it appears evident to us that the claims of Harvey as dis¬ 
coverer of the circulation were very imperfectly investigated during his life¬ 
time, while the real character of these claims have been misunderstood from 
that period to the present. The loose manner in which they have heretofore 
been examined, has, indeed, tended more to increase their strength than all the 

* Vide Seeker’s Geschickte, 2r. B. pp. 81,186, 
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arguments adduced by their supporters. Hence they present still all interesting 
subject for investigation, and we know of no one in this country by whom this 
investigation could have been so fully and so fairly pursued as by the author of 
the inquiry before us. Intimately acquainted with the older medical writers, in 
which his library is probably richer than any other private collection amongst 
us; fond of the ancient lore of our profession, and with time and talents perfect¬ 
ly adequate to pursue a long and laborious chain of inquiry through the dusty 
pages of antiquity, Professor Coxe has engaged in the task he has undertaken 
with means and facilities for its accomplishment which few others could have 
commanded. His work, notwithstanding its arrangement, is faulty, and the chain 
of reasoning of the author is often obscured by unnecessary digressions and re¬ 
petitions, presents matter of a highly interesting character, and which will 
doubtless be new to the major part of his readers. For ourselves, although we 
had studied with some attention the celebrated work of Harvey, and have 
dipped somewhat deeply into the pages of the antiquated writers of our pro¬ 
fession, we confess that we have learned from its pages many facts of which we 
were before ignorant, and have acquired a more perfect acquaintance with the 
gradual steps by which a full knowledge of the circulation was attained, than 
we before possessed. 

We fear, however, that in consequence of the author having presented all 
his quotations in the Latin, unaccompanied with a translation, his book will be 
rendered a sealed one to a numerous class of those to whom it is dedicated. 
With Professor Coxe we sincerely regret the almost total neglect of the learn¬ 
ed languages by the physicians of this country; nevertheless, we conceive that 
he might, with propriety, have withheld some portion of the censure he has in¬ 
dulged in on this point. He is perfectly aware that to the University of the 
Medical Faculty of which he is a distinguished member, or at least to one of its 
former professors, is in a great measure to be ascribed the very neglect he re¬ 
probates. Even now it requires of those whom it admits to the doctorate no 
evidence of their classical attainments, and elevates alike to the same honours 
the illiterate and the learned, provided they can pass with credit their profes¬ 
sional examination. 

Appended to the Inquiry into the claims of Harvey as discoverer of the cir¬ 
culation of the blood, is an introductory lecture delivered by the author a few 
years ago to his class, in which he triumphantly vindicates Hippocrates from 
the charge of ignorance prefered against him by the late Professor Kush. For 
this judicious attempt to revive our interest in the writings of the illustrious 
father of medicine; writings which, by the labours of their numerous commen¬ 
tators, were made to exert for centuries a powerful influence over medical opi¬ 
nions and practice. Professor Coxe deserves our sincerest thanks. While the 
name of Hippocrates is so frequently referred to, how few physicians are there 
who are at all acquainted with his real merits and the claims which his numer¬ 
ous works present to our respect and attention! Although we cannot, with cer¬ 
tain enthusiasts of a former century, extol those w ritings as presenting the only 
true views in pathology and therapeutics, yet we must admit that they are 
nevertheless, generally speaking, rich in facts, the result of close and extensive 
inquiry, while several of the treatises of Hippocrates might even at the present 
day be read by the medical student, and even the practitioner, with not a little 
profit. D. F. C» 



